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The Mystery Unit: Learning about Students,
_Te_a_c_h_in_g_,a_n_d_Le_a_rn_i_ng_ _ _ _ _ _ _ r/?
ARTICLE BY DR.

NANCY

COOLEY

BACKGROUND
Conley (1992) states that teachers are in a
position to research and articulate lrnowledge about literacy. Teachers and
researchers can jointly produce new lrnowledge about teaching and learning, lrnowledge
that is potentially more accessible to teachers, more relevant to their work, and more
informed by classroom realities than most
traditional research. This view of "action
research" suggests shifting roles for university researchers and classroom teachers.
Researchers become participants in longterm collaboration, working as "insiders" and
learning along with teachers; teachers are
provided with opportunities to experiment,
explore, and receive professional and emotional support.
Professional Development Schools
(PDS's) provide formal opportunities for K-12
teachers and university researchers to collaborate in the production of new lrnowledge
about teaching and learning. Winitzky, et. al.
(1992), discuss the history of school-university partnerships and elaborate on the Holmes
Group (1990) version of the concept. These
authors describe the PDS both in concept
and in practice, asserting that the sharing of
information on program structures and
emerging obstacles will help advance the
development of PDS's. (See Abdal-Haqq,
1992, for an annotated bibliography of selected resources on professional development
schools.)
This article describes a project resulting
from teacher-researcher collaboration in a
suburban/urban Professional Development
School site, Otto Middle School, where a middle-school teacher and a teacher educator
have merged their respective roles. The
Professional Development School Work Plan
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proposes that more students should experience new approaches to teaching and learning for significant portions of their day and
that an analysis of this impact will be conducted at year end, with particular reference
to "at-risk" students. The project described in
this article is one of many being conducted
by the Otto Middle School Social-Literacy
Inquiry Team, a study group comprised of
teachers of social studies and literacy. This
inquiry team has united for the general purpose of developing a strong learning community and for the specific purpose of "learning
to transcend familiar times, places, and perspectives and developing a willingness to
value the unfamiliar."
THE MYSTERY UNIT: PLANNING
One focus of Professional Development
Schools is to encourage a shift in pedagogy
from didactic, teacher-directed instruction to
conceptually-based, egalitarian approaches.
In the spirit of experimentation and exploration, the classroom teacher proposed a
mystery unit project for her four 7th-grade
English classes (two "regular" and two
"enriched" sections.) The proposed unit
would go beyond the boundaries of the standard text, so there was a need to explore
ways to extend the perception of the printed
word and to promote students' lifelong learning through active exploration, interpretation, and experience with problem-solving
techniques.
Collaboration was seen not only as a
means of mutual deliberation on such issues,
but also as a way to support learning for the
adult participants. The principal collaborators
were Doris Hawkins (the classroom teacher),
Joan Sawyer (the media specialist), and
Nancy Cooley (the university researcher).
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In addition, Debbie Cole (the art teacher) and
Ella Jones (the drama teacher) contributed
time and expertise. The collaborators met
several times to discuss the proposed project
and to pool resources and expertise; some
collaborative planning took place in the
evening at Doris' home.
A mystery unit was built around two classic literary selections-Alfred Noyes' narrative poem, "The Highwayman," and Edgar
Allan Poe's short story, "The Telltale Heart,"
both contained in the students' 7th-grade literature text Action: Focus on Literature
(1978). These two pieces of text were supplemented with a guest speaker, a picture book,
two films, two videotapes, and two computer
programs relating to the mystery theme.
Whole-class grouping was appropriate for all
supplementary activities except the computer
programs. Because the computer programs
require active participation, it was necessary
to think of a way some students could use the
computer while others were engaged in different activities. Only four students could
work productively at each computer station,
so the class was divided into groups of four
students, yielding a total of eight groups. For
each group of four students, an activity
station or center was developed. Students
rotated through the eight stations so that
every student had an opportunity to participate in every station.
In the following reflections Doris shares
the goals which guided her planning:

value others' points of view.
Organizing the unit with an emphasis
on cooperative learning allowed the students to participate without penalty;
they were not learning for a test, but
rather for exploration, experimentation,
and enjoyment. In a quiz at the close of
the unit students could use their papers
from the unit.
THE MYSTERY UNIT:
METHOD AND MATERIALS
During the eight days of station work
Doris, Joan, Nancy, and other interested
teachers and university students circulated
among the stations, observing student behavior, answering questions, and assisting with
classroom management. In addition, several
class sessions were videotaped by middle
school audio-visual student aides.
The unit featured three types of activities
designed to address analysis, synthesis, and
application. Students' understanding of two
pieces of text, "The Highwayman" and "The
Telltale Heart," was elaborated through a
number of analysis activities which required
students to delve more deeply into those two
texts (see Figure 1, Activitiesl-6). In contrast,
several synthesis activities urged students to
make connections with other texts and media
related by the common mystery theme (see
Figure 1, Activities 7-14). Several related
bonus or optional activities were offered to
challenge students to solve problems through
critical thinking. As a culminating activity
each student was asked to complete a character sketch, applying what had been learned
in the mystery unit to draw a mysterious
character, provide an introspective view of
that character, and compare and contrast
that character with a selected character or
family member.
Because one of Doris's goals was for students to see the same story elements in two
different genres, student activities were
developed from a list of story elements. In
both the prose and poetry selections, setting,
characters, plot, resolution, and theme were

I wanted the students to see the differences in the two types of writing,
prose and poetry, and the styles of the
two main authors. My goal was for students to see the same story elements
(author's style, setting, characterization,
plot, theme, figurative speech) in two
different genres.
I sought interaction tlµ-ough exploration of different media. By comparing
and contrasting the text with these
media, students come to view events
from different points of view and to
MI C HI GA
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Figure 1
Brief Descriptions of Activities
nesses. (For example, Goldilocks accused of
breaking and entering.) These court cases will be
performed for other classes.

Analysis Activities
1. Police Dossier: Describe one of the story
characters for "America's Most Wanted" television show.

8. "Drac and the Gremlin": Listen to the story
without looking at the pictures. Draw a picture
representing what you heard. Then listen to the
story and see the corresponding illustrations.
Compare and contrast those with the student
drawings. (The text is a fanciful flight of imagination, but the book's illustrations show ordinary
backyard playtime scenes.)

2. Personal Description: A) Write a personals
column newspaper ad for a story character looking for a companion. B) Pretend to be a realtor
and write a description for a haunted house.
3. Plot Profile: List 10 - 15 main events of the
story. Number each event along the horizontal
axis of a sheet of graph paper. Number the vertical axis from 1 - 10, with 10 being the highest level
of excitement. Rank each story event for its level
of excitement.

9. Solve-It Computer Program: Provides
cases with clues needed to solve mysteries at different levels of difficulty. An evaluation of your
skill is provided by the computer.

4. Cubes: Bring a shoebox, cracker box, gift
box, etc. from home. On each face of the box
(cube) represent in pictures or words: two characters from the story, the plot, the setting, and the
story title and author. These will be displayed in
the media center.

10. Code Quest Computer Program: Presents
puzzles of various types at different levels of
difficulty.
11. Wanted Poster: Create a wanted poster for
yourself for one unfulfilled family obligation.
Your picture will be taken in class and you will
write a police m.o. for your poster.

5. Resolution Rewrite: Write a different ending for one of the stories. Exchange rewrites for
peer editing.

12. Guest Speaker-Detective: A detective
from the local police force describes the process
of determining and pursuing crime suspects.

6. Adjectives: Find character traits (adjectives) in the story which apply to selected story
characters. Match those traits to the appropriate
character.

13. Films: In the Eyes of the Beholder and
Almost Partners. Watch an incident and listen to
eyewitness descriptions. Note perspective shifts.

Synthesis Activities

14. Videotaped Episodes-Murder, She
Wrote and Columbo: Watch television episodes
of "detectives" dealing with crimes. Note difference in detective styles.

7. Fairy Tale Justice: Rewrite a favorite fairy
tale as a court case trying one of the characters
for a "crime." Use other story characters as wit-

present. Students were able to use either
selection, or both, to complete an activity. For
instance, identifying and rewriting the resolution to "The Telltale Heart" made it easier for
students to identify and rewrite the resolution
to "The Highwayman."
Doris also wanted students to be able to
compare and contrast texts with different
media. Students studied mysteries in the
media of video (In the Eyes of the Beholder,
Almost Partners, Murder She Wrote, and
Columbo), drama (Fairy Tale Justice activity),
and art (Wanted Poster, Drac and the Gremlin,
and Cubes activities). The Character Sketch
activity incorporated art into the culminating
activity, as well.
MI CH I GAN R EA DI NG J OURNA L

The format in which activities were generally conducted was that of the small, cooperative group. The emphasis was on variety,
exploration, experimentation, and enjoyment.
Stations were set up around the perimeter of
the classroom with an open center. Students
were able to converse or move among centers,
as long as they appeared to be working constructively. Sometimes students whose group
had completed a station on a previous day
would help other students with questions
about that station.
The criteria for success for these three
goals (seeing story elements across genres,
across media, and in a cooperative, enjoyable
format) included successful completion of the
18
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station activities, level of engagement with
the tasks, signs of pleasure such as smiling or
laughing, and evidence of cooperation versus
conflict in group work. Other than a simple
checklist of which students had completed
which station activities, teacher observation
was the key to determining whether students
had met the three goals.
Doris's knowledge of middle school students in general and of these students in particular allowed her to determine productive
levels of engagement, laughter, and conflict,
and to intervene when such levels appeared
unproductive. Based on her many years of
teaching experience and her knowledge of
adolescent development, Doris was able to
set guidelines for achievable outcomes. She
has learned that for most middle school students to achieve learning goals they need
boundaries on their behavior, need formal
opportunities to stop and reflect on their
activities, and need guidance in well-organized, meaningful daily experiences.
Students were given folders to organize a
number of materials created to support content focus, to promote self-regulation and
self-evaluation, to assess learning, and to provide scheduling information.

structed for each of the stations. At the end
of each activity, students were asked to rate
on a five-point scale their agreement with the
following statements:
• I liked working in a small group
better than working as a whole class.
• This activity helped me think like a
detective.
• This activity made me want to read
more mysteries.
• I liked learning from a computer
program.
Materials Assessing Student Learning
To assess student learning two methods of
evaluation were incorporated. These included a 100-point end-of-unit "open-notes" quiz
from the teachers' manual accompanying the
students' literature text and the character
sketch activity which assessed the application of key concepts and skills.
Materials Providing Scheduling
Information
To provide scheduling information a group
schedule was devised (see Figure 2). The
teacher divided the two "regular" English
classes into groups of four students, while
the two "enriched" classes were allowed to
form their own groups of four; the teacher
retained the authority to change group membership. The group schedule, showing the
plan to rotate the eight groups of students in
each class through eight activity stations, was
reproduced on 8 1/2 x 11" paper for each student and on a large poster attached to the
chalkboard.

Materials Supporting Content Focus
To support the content focus of the project, a brief description of the general plan
for stations and a summary for each of the
eight stations was typed. Students were given
two copies, one for their folder and another
for their family. This form had a few lines of
white space after each summary so students
would be able to jot notes during more
detailed explanation of stations. During the
explanation of the two computer stations, the
librarian demonstrated the programs for the
entire class using an overhead projection
panel attached to a computer.

THE MYSTERY UNIT:
EVALUATION
In keeping with Gove and KennedyCalloway (1992), evaluation of this project
came from three sources of information: students' oral and written evaluative comments,
students' written work, and teacher observations and reflection. The following sections
describe how each data source provided a
different perspective on the success of the
project.

Materials Promoting Self-Regulation
and Self-Evaluation
To promote self-regulation and self-evaluation, student evaluation forms were conMI C HI GAN R EADING J OURNAL

- -- ~ = ~ ~ ~- - - -- -

19

V O LUME

-

26, No. 3 •

S PR I NG

1993

Figure 2
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Group Schedule
Students' Oral and Written Evaluative
Comments
Middle-school students contributed to and
stand to benefit from this learning community-a setting that is inquiring and collaborative, in which better ways of teaching and
learning are being developed. Students' oral
and written comments reflected their com- 1
prehension of their roles and responsibilities
as well as their affective responses to the project activities. Preliminary analysis of evaluation data provided by students suggests
strong preference for small-group instruction
and computer-assisted instruction. These two
aspects of the mystery unit were consistently
assigned scores of 4 or 5 on a scale where 5
was the highest possible rating.

scores on the end-of-unit quiz were also
viewed as evidence regarding mastery.
Teacher Observation and Reflection
Doris, Joan, and Nancy observed students
during class and reviewed videotaped sessions.
Because of their different roles and backgrounds they contributed somewhat different
perspectives on the same events. This stimulated a number of interesting discussions of the
positive and negative aspects of the project.
Reflection on Project Strengths
Reflective comments suggest that the participants saw themselves as members of a
learning community, working collaboratively
to support learning for themselves as well as
for the students. After the first of several
planning sessions, Joan commented to Nancy
on the process: "You have no idea how well
that went! Maybe this is the way PDS is supposed to work You are going to be able to
support Doris so well."
Nancy's notes include these remarks: "It
was fun to sit with Joan as we learned to use
two new pieces of computer software-trying to think like middle-school students and
to anticipate what they would need to know
to begin using the software."

Students' Written Work
Students' written work indicated their
level of engagement with the activities and
their degree of mastery of the project goals.
The level of engagement was evidenced by
work which was completed during the class
period ( or subsequently submitted as homework) and in accordance w1th directions.
Degree of mastery was determined by analyzing students' assignments for evidence of
analysis, synthesis, and application. Students'
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Doris recalled: "This was a challenging but
rewarding way to teach. There was such
excitement built into the concept and the
anticipation of student performance."
During discussions Doris, Joan, and Nancy
identified in this project a number of advantages for students in contrast to traditional
instruction.

• Finally, real-world relevance was considered. A detective from the Lansing Police
Department came to class as a guest speaker,
focusing on key concepts and terminology
associated with investigative procedures.
Texts and activities were related to familiar
television and video series such as Murder
She Wrote, Columbo, and Almost Partners.
Whenever possible, real audiences were
found for student products. For example,
Joan displayed students' story cubes in the
media center and Ella, the drama teacher,
offered to work with students to help them
perform their Fairy Tale Justice skits for
other classes.

• First, individual differences in learning
styles were accommodated, highlighting both
depth and breadth of learning. While some
students demonstrate a preference for analysis, others tend to prefer synthesis or application. This project featured activities which
addressed all three modes of learning. Thus,
all students had an opportunity to learn in his
or her preferred style.

Reflections on Project Challenges
Student data and teacher observation/
reflection suggest that this project was quite
successful. Further, the unit served as a basis
for analyzing those events which presented
challenges. After considerable reflection and
discussion of challenging events, the collaborators learned a number of interesting things
about students, teaching, and learning:

• Second, all modes of language were
utilized-students were actively engaged in
reading, writing, speaking, listening, drama,
and art. Students read text from books and
computer screens. They wrote police
dossiers, personal descriptions, plot profiles,
and different endings for the mystery stories.
Students exchanged ideas through open discussion at all activity stations and listened
critically to the guest speaker and to television and videotape mystery episodes. Drama
and art were addressed through Fairy Tale
Justice, Cubes, and Drac and the Gremlin.

• It came as a surprise that many students
had a great deal of difficulty with "The
Highwayman" narrative poem. Doris noted
that although the students seemed to like and
generally understand the poem, they read
very superficially and missed the subtleties.
Upon reflection, Doris and Nancy determined
that although the poem was included in a 7thgrade literature text and students were generally able to pronounce the words, it seemed
to present conceptual and experiential
demands beyond the abilities of these 7thgrade students. Doris decided that in the
future, an expanded definition of readability-one including the conceptual and experiential demands of text-would be applied. In
addition, students would need more structure
and guidance on pieces with heavy conceptual and experiential demands. It would be
important to assess students' prior knowledge of the concepts central to the text. As a
follow-up, whole class discussion and activi-

• Third, a variety of formats was used- students worked individually, in small cooperative groups, and in whole-class groupings,
often using technology. Technology was used
in the teaching of whole class lessons and
was reinforced through cooperative group
activities.
• Fourth, the adult-to-student ratio was dramatically changed. While students interacted
in cooperative groups, Dori~ was able to
work intensively with small groups and individuals. In addition, other teachers often
stopped by during their planning hours to
offer support to Doris and her students.
MI CHIGA N READI NG JO U R N AL
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pleted samples and/or very detailed instructions stapled inside "directions folders" at
each activity station.
A related issue focused on the students'
role as evaluators. Unaccustomed to this role,
they often forgot that they needed to complete an evaluation sheet for each station.
Midway through the project, some students
were found filling out evaluation sheets
before beginning the station so they
"wouldn't forget."

ties would help develop a framework for
comprehension.
• It seems to be important for teachers to
consider whether students' previous experiences have adequately prepared them for
new responsibilities associated with new
approaches to teaching and learning. Viewed
from this perspective, a gap does not necessarily mean that students are "incapable"; in
addition, it suggests additional structure
which teachers may build into assignments to
bridge that gap.
As an example, even though they were
provided with a folder of organizing materials, students frequently assumed a maddeningly passive role: entering the room they
approached the first adult they saw and
asked where to go; once they knew where to
sit, the second question was what they were
supposed to do. Upon reflection it became
clear that for seven years students had either
walked to the same seat every day all year
long or had been directed to other seats
those times when the traditional arrangement
was changed. It had never been necessary for
them to commit a schedule to memory or to
carry with them an external organizer which
indicated shifting seat assignments. For some
students in this project it was sufficient to
refer them to the posted schedule, but others
did not remember the group to which they
were assigned. In the future, before beginning the rotation process, students might fill
out individual calendars listing where they
would be each day. In addition, it might be
efficient to post a list of students by group
number.
Regarding questions about what they were
to do that day, most students' school experience has been to sit down and listen to directions for the upcoming class period. In this
project, some students were back on track
after a reminder that they had summaries of
each station in their folders, but other students had already lost their folders. In the
future it might be best to require that folders
remain in the classroom, and to have com-

• A related issue is that of student autonomy
vs. teacher control. While some teachers prefer that their students operate more
autonomously, for instance choosing the stations at which they will work on any given
day or devising their own assignments, Doris
believed that her students would need a great
deal of instruction and experience with freedom of choice before they were able to handle such responsibility. Furthermore, there
were restraints related to resources. Since
the computer and art stations were most
novel, most students would have wanted to
use them first; there simply were not enough
seats around the computers nor enough art
supplies to support anticipated student
choice.
Doris was concerned that students would
not handle materials in the responsible manner needed to ensure sufficient materials for
all classes for all eight days of station work
Because of this concern, activity sheets and
evaluation sheets were distributed to each of
the eight groups each hour; when unanticipated meetings or illness left only one adult
to prepare stations for a class, it was a bit
overwhelming. Future projects might consider expanding student access to materials, but
with an added "accountability" component.
Doris feels pressed by demands for
accountability regarding time and materials.
However, she talked with Nancy at length
about her willingness to consider new
approaches to increased autonomy for students without a history of self-control and
responsibility.
continued on page 27
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By Gretchen Watson
It wasn't that long ago when I was in your shoes;
I see you now walking tall in a corridor of veterans .
Yes, I hasten to remember those days of chaos and sleepless nights;
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Because we all go through itThere are books to read, parents to see, and children to teach.
We all go through it as there have always been young ones to reach.
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A shoulder to lean on is what I've got;
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Gretc]:len Watson, Who is on leave from her Kindergarten position in Las Lomitas Elementary
', (California), gave this poem to a first year teacher and received a positive response. She invites
you to add a Jew words and share this with someone new. An MRA member, Gretchen is
currently completing her masters degree in reading at Eastern Michigan University.
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continued from page 22

• Another issue was that of cooperation versus competition. Even though sitting in
groups of four, many students did not work
as a group. In fact, some turned their backs
to the other three students in their group or
physically slid their chairs away from the others. Some students appeared to believe that
sharing was "cheating." Discussing this observation, the collaborators contrasted this
cooperative assignment with the traditional
competitive structures with which most students were familiar, and decided that students would need additional structure and
more opportunities to work collaboratively.

teaching and learning; those who would
reform must grapple with issues of planning
time, past practice, control and responsibility, classroom management, competition and
cooperation, purpose, and motivation, to
name a few. However, a body of literature is
gradually accumulating, allowing others to
build on the lessons learned from these early
efforts in collaboration. To this end, this article described one collaborative effort which
was an enriching and fulfilling approach to
teaching and learning for all participants,
students and teachers alike.
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